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"ENCOUNTERS  WITH  THE  MASTER" 

III  Jesus  and  the  Cheated  Brother 


The  man  had  called  requesting  an  appointment 
with  the  minister.   The  matter  was  urgent  -  no  time 
to  lose  -  please  help!   When  the  hour  of  meeting  came 
the  minister  wasn't  long  discovering  that  the  story  he 
was  hearing  was  a  personalized  version  of  an  old,  old 
theme. 

This  troubled  soul  had  been  wronged  years  ago  in 
a  business  deal.   Having  told  his  story  often  he  told 
it  well.   At  the  appropriate  points  he  would  reach  in- 
to a  paper  bag  and  from  this  portable  file  -  replete 
with  rubber  bands,  paper  clips  and  yellowed  envelopes- 
produced  brittle  copies  of  important  documents,  news- 
paper clippings  and  incriminating  letters.   He  was 
begging  help  to  make  things  right!   Like  the  widely 
heralded  Canadian  Mountie  he  would  not  rest  until  he 
got  his  man! 

To  some  degree  we  are  all  like  this  at  times.  It 
is  easier  to  accept  a  sorrow  than  an  injustice.  Only 
this  week  I  dropped  a  token  into  the  slot  at  an  un- 
manned subway  entrance  and  nothing  happened.   A  chap 
at  the  other  slot  had  done  the  same  thing  with  the 
same  result.   I  had  plenty  of  time  to  fume  as  I 
climbed  to  the  street ,  walked  to  another  entrance , 
fished  out  a  second  token,  and  waited  seventeen  min- 
utes for  a  Broadway  Local! 

I  suspect  that  we  all  have  the  makings  of  a 
case  -  large  or  small  -  against  some  person ,  group  or 
corporate  entity.   Because  we  have,  we  will  not  be  al- 
together taken  by  surprise  that  a  man  one  day  popped 
out  of  the  crowd  and  said  to  Jesus,  "Teacher,  bid  my 
brother  divide  the  inheritance  with  me."   (Luke  12:13b) 


We  are  spared  the  details  of  this  man's  complaint. 
Suffice  it  that  he  had  fallen  out  with  his  brother 


over  the  distribution  of  their  inheritance.   When  the 
father's  estate  was  settled  this  chap,  probably  the 
younger,  got  what  he  thought  was  a  raw  deal. 

There  is  no  bitterness  like  intra-family  bitter- 
ness.  Most  murders  in  this  country  are  committed  by 
one  family  member  on  another.   As  many  a  minister  and 
lawyer  could  attest,  familial  contentions  have  a  way 
of  erupting  on  those  occasions  when  the  wealth  of  one 
generation  passes  into  the  hands  of  another.   Where 
there's  a  will  there  are  usually  a  hundred  greedy  rel- 
atives.  The  bad  feeling  generated  on  such  occasions 
has  touched  off  many  a  cold  war  and  many  a  heated 
court  room  battle. 

"Teacher,  bid  my  brother  divide  the  inheritance 
with  me."   This  was  his  passion.   The  birds  would 
never  sing  again  for  him,  or  the  flowers  bloom,  or 
life  make  any  sense  at  all  until  his  cheating  brother 
put  things  right.   Even  the  peerless  teaching  of  the 
Master  could  not  divert  his  mind  from  this  somewhat 
less-than-magnif icent  obsession. 


But  Jesus  refused  to  get  involved  -  at  least  in 
the  manner  expected.   He  responded,  somewhat  tersely, 
"Man,  who  made  me  a  judge  or  divider  over  you?"  (Luke 
13:14b)   Does  this  puzzle  you? 

Consider  the  fact  that  Jesus  had  come  into  the 
world  for  one  specific  purpose;  namely,  to  bring  God 
to  us  and  us  to  God.   He  had  not  come  to  adjudicate, 
He  had  come  to  save.   His  unique  mission,  in  life  and 
death,  was  to  offer  Himself  up  for  our  redemption.  In 
short,  he  left  some  work  for  us  to  do. 

Beyond  that,  provision  had  already  been  made  for 
this  man  to  secure  justice.   It  would  be  terribly 
wrong  for  us  to  deduce  from  Jesus'  reaction  that  the 
gospel  has  no  interest  in  the  temporal  well-being  of 
people.   The  Bible  is  big  on  justice.   Judaism  is  big 
on  justice,  and  Jesus  was  raised  in  that  tradition. 
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It  is  a  false  spiritualization  of  the  gospel  which 
suggests  that  we  ought  to  be  concerned  about  the  inner 
life  and  its  grooming,  not  the  outer  life  and  its  needs. 

The  important  point  is  that  Jesus  knew  that  there 
were  people  in  society  who  were  responsible  for  jus- 
tice.  The  emphasis  in  his  reply  falls  on  the  word 
"me."   "Man,  who  made  me  a  judge  or  divider  over  you?" 
The  law  was  clear  on  this  subject.   The  mishnah  spelled 
it  out.   If  a  man  had  four  sons,  the  estate  was  to  be 
divided  into  five  parts  with  the  oldest  getting  two 
shares .   If  a  man  had  three  sons ,  the  estate  was  to 
be  divided  into  four  parts  with  the  oldest  son  getting 
two. 

Grievance  procedure  had  also  been  spelled  out . 
Just  as  a  man  in  government  knows  how  to  process  a 
complaint,  or  a  church  member,  or  a  union  employee, 
so  this  burdened  brother  knew  what  steps  to  take.  Per- 
haps he  had  pleaded  his  case  without  success.   Anyway, 
Jesus  had  no  legal  authority  to  either  make  or  en- 
force a  decision  on  this  matter. 

Consider  further  the  fact  that  it  was  Jesus' 
practice  throughout  his  ministry  never  to  side  with 
one  party  at  the  expense  of  another.   We've  all  heard 
about  the  man  with  two  fried  eggs  on  his  head  who  went 
to  a  psychiatrist  and  said,  "I'd  like  to  talk  to  you 
about  my  brother!" 

Jesus  spent  a  lot  of  time  talking  about  repen- 
tance.  In  fact,  his  keynote  address  -  His  opening 
sermon  -  was  "The  time  is  fulfilled,  and  the  kingdom 
of  God  is  at  hand;  repent,  and  believe  in  the  gospel." 
(Mark  1:15)  The  uncomfortable  thing  about  repentance 
is  that  we  can  never  do  it  for  anyone ' s  sins  but  our 
own.   Even  when  we  join  in  collective  repentance,  our 
part  in  that  collectivity  must  be  uppermost  in  mind. 

Jesus  never  allowed  Himself  to  be  drawn  into  a 
position  where  He  would  double-team  a  third  party  with 
someone  else.   Think  of  the  time  when  the  woman  taken 
in  adultery  was  brought  into  His  presence.   Her  accusers 
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said  in  effect,  join  us  in  condemning  her.   "The  law 
commanded  us  to  stone  such.   What  do  you  say  about 
her?"   (John  8:3-4)   Jesus  responded,  "I  say,  whoever 
of  you  is  without  sin  cast  the  first  stone."  (John  8:7b) 

Or,  consider  the  time  when  Jesus  visited  the  home 
of  Mary  and  Martha  in  Bethany.   We  are  told  that  Mary 
sat  at  Jesus'  feet  while  Martha  began  to  get  the  sup- 
per, until,  as  Dr.  Fosdick  noted,  the  supper  began  to 
get  her.   She  brought  her  complaint  to  Jesus:   "Lord, 
do  you  not  care  that  my  sister  has  left  me  to  serve 
alone.   Tell  her  to  help  me."   (Luke  10:40)   But  Jesus 
refused  to  join  with  Martha  in  reprimanding  her  sister. 
In  fact,  he  defended  the  sister  and  said,  "Mary  has 
chosen  the  better  part...."   (Luke  10:42b) 

On  that  occasion  when  Peter  learned  that  he  would 
die  a  martyr's  death,  crucified  head  down,  he  looked 
over,  saw  his  fellow-apostle  John  and  said,  "Lord, 
what  about  him?"   (John  21:21b)   Jesus,  in  substance 
replied,  Peter  that  really  isn't  your  business.   "If 
I  will  that  he  tarry  til  I  come,  what  is  that  to  thee? 
Follow  me!"   (John  21:22) 

Before  God  we  do  not  come  as  complainants  but  as 
confessors,  not  as  plaintiffs  but  as  defendants,  not 
seeking  justice  but  asking  mercy.   Thus  Jesus,  in  the 
incident  under  review,  avoided  taking  sides.   As 
Frederick  W.  Robertson  put  it:   "He  refused  to  be  the 
friend  of  one  because  he  was  the  friend  of  both." 


Being  a  friend  of  both,  Jesus  saw  that  each  broth- 
er was  suffering  from  the  same  basic  malady.   This  mal- 
ady was  covetousness .   Covetousness ,  simply  put,  means 
wanting  more  of  what  we  have  enough  already.   There 
wasn't  much  to  choose  between  these  brothers.   One 
wanted  to  keep  what  he  had.   The  other  wanted  to  get 
what  he  didn't  have.   In  Jesus'  judgment  they  had  both 
hitched  their  wagon  to  the  wrong  star.   Hence,  he  comes 
out  flatly  and  prescriptively ,  "Beware  of  covetousness." 
(Luke  12:15)   With  that  heavy  word  he  swings  the 
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conversation  over  to  a  parable  that  is  at  once  search- 
ing and  compelling. 

It  is  the  story  of  a  farmer  who  had  done  well. 
There  is  no  suggestion  that  he  had  prospered  by  being 
in  any  way  unjust.   He  had  worked  hard  as  one  of  those 
early  Puritans  who  believed  in  "early  to  bed  and  early 
to  rise,"  and  it  had  worked  for  him.   In  fact,  it  had 
worked  so  well  that  his  main  problem  was  no  longer  one 
of  production  but  one  of  storage.   Where  will  I  put  it 
all?   He  soliloquizes  and  determines  to  tear  down  the 
old  barns  and  build  new  and  bigger  ones .   As  he  com- 
putes the  worth  of  his  inordinate  wealth  he  makes  plans 
to  retire.   "I  will  say  to  my  soul,  Soul,  you  have 
ample  goods  laid  up  for  many  years;  take  your  ease, 
eat,  drink  and  be  merry."   (Luke  12:19) 

God  called  this  man  a  fool.   "This  night  your 
soul  is  required  of  you."   (Luke  12:20)   It  would  be 
warning  enough  if  the  words  "this  night"  were  not 
there.   "Thy  soul  shall  be  required  of  thee,"  is  so- 
bering enough.   "This  night"  adds  to  the  intensity  of 
the  judgment. 

Our  prosperous  farmer  had  anticipated  every  con- 
tingency but  he  had  failed  to  reckon  with  life's  one 
inevitability .   A  voice  some  day  will  sound  for  every 
man,  "Your  time  is  up."  There  is  no  flirtation  with 
reincarnation,  there  is  no  immersion  in  the  noise  and 
traffic  of  this  present  life  that  can  take  from  our 
souls  the  conviction  that  each  of  us  is  responsible 
and  accountable  for  his  life  to  the  one  who  gave  it . 
"A  man's  life,"  said  Jesus,  "does  not  belong  to  him 
no  matter  how  rich  he  is."   (Luke  12:14) 

Then  whose  shall  these  things  be?  This  man  had 
worked  so  hard  building  up  his  estate  that  he  had 
failed  to  cultivate  any  friendships.   To  whom  would 
he  leave  it  all?  Had  his  heart  been  warmer  and  his 
hand  a  bit  more  open  he  would  have  had  friends  on 
earth  and  treasure  in  heaven  both. 
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You  don't  need  a  preacher  to  tell  you  that  this 
story  carries  a  sharp  sting  for  us.   God  knows,  we  all 
feel  it.   At  least  we  should.   Jesus  could  have  ad- 
dressed this  problem  from  the  point  of  view  of  the 
poor  and  what  this  man's  wealth  could  have  done  for 
them.   He  chose,  however,  to  show  how  destructive 
covetousness  can  be  in  the  life  of  one  who  practices 
it. 

There  is  obviously  a  bare  subsistence  level  be- 
neath which  life  is  almost  impossible  and  always  in- 
tolerable.  But  the  point  that  we  so  often  choose  not 
to  recognize  is  that  very  early  on  as  we  become  earn- 
ers within  this  economic  system  we  reach  a  point  be- 
yond which  what  we  make  encumbers  our  souls ,  clogs 
the  springs  of  life  and  disfigures  our  manhood. 

It  has  been  pointed  out  that  the  suburbanite  who 
commutes  to  and  from  his  work,  spending  ninety  minutes 
a  day  on  a  train,  and  carries  home  additional  work  to 
do  at  night,  is  less  his  own  man  than  was  a  peasant  in 
a  medieval  village.   The  juices  of  life  have  a  way  of 
souring  when  we  press  without  let-up  for  economic  gain. 

A  hefty  truck  driver  on  a  blistering  summer  day 
lost  his  cool.   Too  many  red  lights,  too  many  taxis 
zooming  in  and  out  of  his  path,  too  many  amateur  driv- 
ers had  taken  their  toll.   He  blew  his  horn  furiously. 
A  youngster  on  a  bicycle  happened  by  and  said,  "Hey 
mister,  don't  sweat  the  small  stuff!" 

Did  you  ever  come  down  in  an  airplane  over  an 
outlying  sub-division,  notice  all  those  houses  that 
look  like  so  many  boxes,  and  wonder  about  the  tensions 
and  anxieties  that  frequently  fill  those  homes? 

One  man  is  worried  because  his  neighbor's  lawn 
came  up  a  little  better  than  his.   Another  is  upset 
that  the  guy  across  the  street  drives  a  car  with  more 
chrome  and  horse-power  than  his.   A  teenage  daughter 
is  bugged  because  she  has  only  a  three-speed  bike  while 
her  girlfriend  down  the  lawn  has  a  ten.   A  wife  is 
frosted  because  her  clothes  are  not  quite  stylish 
enough,  and  the  family  hasn't  had  sufficient  money  to 
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panel  off  the  basement .   How  absurd  the  whole  thing 
seems  when  looked  at  from  above . 

In  the  game  of  chess ,  some  pieces  have  more  range 
and  worth  than  others .   Some  stay  pawns .   Some  have  the 
status  of  a  bishop.   Some  are  rooks.   Some  have  the 
power  and  maneuverability  of  a  knight.   One  is  queen. 
One  is  king.   But  when  the  game  is  over  all  the  pieces 
go  back  into  the  same  box.   Is  it  not  thus  with  us? 
After  we  have  matched  wits  with  the  system,  surpassing 
some  and  trailing  others,  the  game  ends  and  all  the 
players  wind  up  in  the  same  box.   This  night  thy  soul  - 
a  little  slit  in  the  ground  or  perhaps  a  drawer  in  a 
columbarium  -  then  whose  shall  these  things  be? 


"Teacher,  bid  my  brother  divide  the  inheritance 
with  me."  Jesus  responds,  That  is  not  my  role.   Seek 
justice  if  you  must  and  power  to  you!   But  don't  be  so 
big  a  fool  as  to  want  anything  so  badly  that  you  lose 
your  soul  to  get  it! 


Closing  Prayer 

Teach  us,  0  Lord,  a  proper  use  of 
wealth  -  neither  worshipping 

nor  despising  the  good  gifts  of 
Thy  creation. 
Temper  our  greed  with  a  strong 

sense  of  responsibility  for  those 
whose  lot  is  grim  almost  to  despair. 
Give  us  the  mind  of  Christ 
for  we  are  His 

and  would  make  His  will  our  own. 
For  His  name ' s  sake . 

Amen 
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